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This paper posits that the 'student as customer' model has a negative impact upon the academic 
leadership which in turn is responsible for the erosion of objectivity in the assessment process in 
the higher education sector. The paper draws on the existing literature to explore the relationship 
between the student as customer model, academic leadership, and student assessment. The 
existing research emanating from the literature provides the basis from which the short comings of 
the student as customer model are exposed. From a practical perspective the arguments made in 
this paper provide the groundwork for possible future research into the adverse affects of the 
student as customer model on academic leadership and job satisfaction in the academic work 
force. The concern for quality may benefit from empirical investigation of the relationship 
between the student as customer model and quality learning and assessment outcomes in the 
higher education sector.  
The paper raises awareness of the faults with the present reliance on the student as customer 
model and the negative impact on both students and academic staff. The issues explored have the 
potential to influence the future directions of the higher education sector with regard to the social 
implications of their quest for quality educational outcomes. The paper addresses a gap in the 
literature in regard to use of the student as customer model and the subsequent adverse affect on 
academic leadership and assessment in higher education.  
Keywords: teacher leadership, student assessment, student as customer Go to Program 
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Introduction 
Over the last two decades, political, technological and social changes have altered the face of higher education 
throughout the western world (Lake, 1999). In Australia government initiatives have been driven by cuts in 
public funding as well as the neo-conservative belief that education is a private good for which the user should 
pay (Biggs & Tang, 2007). As a result, the management approach of Australian universities has changed to reflect 
a corporate perspective with an emphasis on credit based curriculum, accountability and quality assurance (Biggs 
& Tang, 2007). In turn this emphasis on students has lead to the adoption of the ‗student as customer‘ model in 
universities (Bailey, 2000) with the focus on customer service practices based on the assumption that education is 
a resource which students seek to acquire and universities are the providers (Gross & Hogler, 2005). The quality 
and success of the service is captured by means of student evaluations of teaching, degree graduation rates and 
the Australian Government Graduate Survey.  
However, according to Schwartzman (1995) a student‘s vision of quality is short sighted and tends to focus on 
short term self-serving goals of passing a course. Touzeau (2005) found that academics are expected to keep their 
customers happy and outcomes from assessment affect the student/customer perceptions of satisfaction. As a 
direct result, grade inflation has been associated with use of the student as customer model (Hassel & Lourey, 
2005). The purpose of assessment, according to Boud (1990) should firstly be to improve the quality of learning, 
and secondly, to address concerns regarding the certification of knowledge or performance. Whilst, an underlying 
assumption of the student as customer model is to address quality of learning, the application results in a greater 
emphasis on student satisfaction, rather than learning outcomes. This privileging of students at the expense of 
other stakeholders, such as academics and future employers (Bayer, 1996), can create an imbalance of power 
affecting academic leadership. In the Higher Education sector, academic leadership maybe exercised in the 
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setting of the curriculum, teaching and assessment activities (Marshall, Orell, Cameron, Bosanquet & Thomas, 
2011). However, the student as customer model imposes limitations on the extent of this leadership through the 
imperative to satisfy the customer‘s needs and wants, predominately in the form of inflated grades. This paper 
posits that the use of the ‗student as customer‘ model has a negative impact upon the assessment and the 
academic leadership role within a University. 
The strategy employed in researching the literature involved using the databases EBSCO Host, ProQuest and 
Science Direct to search for terms such as "academic leadership", "assessment", and "student as customer". 
Refinements were made through the application of the advanced search techniques to ensure the identification of 
literature reviews, research studies, scholarly and more recent literature.  
Quality context 
Quality has become a global policy discourse, across private and public sectors, including education (Treleaven & 
Voola, 2008). To address quality issues in education, governments and/or agencies within the U.K, Europe, 
U.S.A. and Australia have introduced quality reforms. In the case of Australian universities, the state and federal 
governments created the Australian Universities Quality Agency (AUQA) in 2000 to conduct quality audits of all 
academic activities (Woodhouse, 2006). However, certain faculties and/or schools have chosen to seek 
accreditation from other bodies in an effort to gain competitive advantage to attract domestic and international 
students. This has been driven by a perception that the degree is a commodity and the customer is seeking 
assurance of the quality of the product (Biggs & Tang, 2007). This is evident in the growth of accreditation in 
business schools, particularly in Australia, the United States and Europe, where accreditation by bodies such as 
the Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB), European Quality Improvement System 
(EQUIS), focus on quality outcomes such as assurance of learning (Treleaven & Voola, 2008).  
Student as customer model 
To support this quality focus a number of universities, both in Australia and internationally, use the student as 
customer model which was developed from total quality management applications in educational settings. The 
underlying principles of the educational TQM model are that by empowering students to make their own 
decisions in the learning process, whilst focusing on continuous improvement, students will take ownership of 
their learning and be more satisfied with their experience (Halbesleben & Wheeler, 2008). When universities view 
their students as customers they reengineer their business programs (Chung & Mc Larney, 2000) and spotlight 
their value, reputation, rankings, and programs to try to gain as many ‗customers‘ as they need to meet their 
enrolment goals and revenue needs (Touzeau, 2005) essentially providing a competitive advantage (Martin, 2008). 
The use of the student as customer model may improve communication, increase employee morale and 
productivity, improve process efficiency, and reduce defects and costs (Motwani & Kumar, 1997). To achieve 
this Chung and Mc Larney (2000) posit that student needs must be catered for to develop effective educational 
programs and this in turn carries an expectation that Faculty staff will engage in continual improvement and 
customize educational experiences. Subsequently, use of this model encourages teaching staff to improve and be 
responsible for the quality of their teaching (Zell, 2001). However, academic principles do not sit well with this 
model and a number of concerns have been raised by both academic and general staff in Universities globally 
(Halbesleben & Wheller, 2009; Martin, 2008; Zell, 2001). The inseparable nature of services and consumer, 
necessitates the intimate involvement of students in the service provision creating a number of challenges 
(Chung & Mc Larney , 2000).  
Academic leadership 
About 35,000 books, research and magazine articles have been written about leadership (Dubrin & Dalglish, 
2003). This combined with the complexity of leadership has led to it being defined in many different ways. The 
majority of leadership models in education draw from the organisational sciences resulting in a number of 
misinterpretations and under-developed models (Burke, 2010). This view is supported by Vilkinas, Leask & 
Rogers (2007) who posit that literature on academic leadership is characterised by contradictory and under-
developed definitions which tend to focus on the role of senior academic staff, such as heads of school, who 
have a formal leadership role. This approach is consistent with traditional leadership theory which emphasises 
the power and influence of a single individual to direct their followers (Burke, 2010). More recently 'top-down' 
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approaches to university governance have been increasingly abandoned in favour of more democratic and 
participatory models, one of which is based on the notion of distributed leadership (Menon, 2005). 
Distributed leadership was defined by Spillane and Diamond (2007, cited by Burke, 2010) as a frequently used 
synonym for democratic, shared and collaborative leadership, however definitions become more varied and 
general as this theory has entered other discourses. There is general agreement on two underlying principles of 
distributed leadership; firstly that it is a shared approach in which several individuals contribute; and, secondly, 
that arising from the interactions of diverse individuals a group or network is formed from which essential 
expertise is derived as a dispersed quality (van Ameijde, Nelson, Billsberry & van Meurs, 2009).  
Bolden, Petrov & Gosling (2009) argue that the structure and nature of tertiary institutions are not well suited to 
‗top-down‘ leadership. They reported that the majority of research on leadership in the tertiary sector concludes 
that leadership in universities is widely distributed, or should be distributed, across the institution. This view is 
supported by a study (Marshall et. al, 2011) that examined academics‘ perception of the nature of 'leading' in six 
Australian Universities. The research identified that responsibility for the leadership of learning and teaching was 
shared across a range of individuals and groups at three distinct levels. The Institutional level, with an external 
and internal focus; the Meso level, a Faculty and Department focus; and the Micro level, focused on the program 
or unit of study. Specifically, the micro level includes unit coordinators, teaching teams and staff (such as 
lecturers, tutors, etc) as well as students. These different levels in turn imply that there is a range of styles of 
academic leadership displayed in higher education (Ramsden, Prosser, Trigwell & Martin, 2007). Whilst the 
provision of a specific definition of academic leadership is problematic, a review of the literature by Marshall et al 
(2011) indicates that the general purpose of leadership, as it relates to learning and teaching, is to achieve 
enhanced student learning.  
Identification and analysis of key issue 
The term ‗student as customer‘ is a metaphor intended to assist in the analysis of the concept (Carlopio, 
Andrewartha & Armstrong, 2008). The use of ‗student as customer‘ metaphor is used to trigger a subconscious 
response which taps into preconceived notions of ‗customer is always right‘ and ‗customer focussed service‘, 
effectively changing the student faculty relationship. According to Chung and Mc Larney (2000) there is an 
implicit, hidden orientation in this metaphor that places the wants of the students as the central focus, around 
which the school revolves and according to Schwartzman (1995) is not just semantics but leads to a change in 
culture. Foucault (1980) posits that our views of the world are constructed through social structures and practices 
associated with regimes of power where individuals may have some measure of creativity, which is limited by a 
regime of power. Power is ―a process that can be used to advance individual‘s and groups‘ goals, or to frustrate 
them‖ (Kabanoff, 1995, p. 6).  
Use of this metaphor, with the image of consumerism, can confer more power on the ‗student buyer‘ at the 
expense of other stakeholders, such as faculty and academic leaders, resulting in an imbalance of power and 
interests (Gross & Hogler, 2005). According to these authors when the student-as-customer becomes a privileged 
stakeholder, who has purchased the services of the teaching staff, they demand that the academic, not them, 
should be responsible for their learning outcomes. Subsequently, poor results are not tolerated by students. 
When students do not get the grade they believe they deserve they exercise their authority and displeasure 
through the process of appeal, and through teaching and unit evaluations where the teaching staff are blamed 
(Hassel & Lourey, 2005). With a University/School focus on quality, negative evaluations can seriously affect an 
academic‘s career and promotion (Chung & Mc Larney, 2000). As a result, many academics feel forced to issue 
higher grades to students (Carlson & Fleisher, 2002), effectively ‗inflating‘ the students' grades. Grade inflation is 
defined as ―an increase in grade point average without an associated increase in overall student ability‖ (Scanlan 
& Care, 2004, p. 475) and refers to the deterioration of the external validity of grades (Oleinik, 2009). Hassel and 
Lourey (2005) argue that the inflation of grades is a direct consequence of identifying the student-as-customer 
who believes they are entitled to a product (pass) they have purchased. This leads to a lowering of academic 
assessment standards undermining of the credibility of the university, the relevant degree, and enhanced student 
learning. This effectively strikes at the heart and purpose at both the university identity and academic leadership. 
As a consequence of inflating grades, academic leaders have undermined their own power and that of the 
institution (Zell, 2001). The student as customer model is contributing to a social process that is altering the 
power relations in a faculty to the benefit of a particular interest group, specifically the students (Morley, 2001). 
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Assessment is a form of hierarchical judgement where the student‘s disclosure is subject to the normalising gaze 
of the institution and its experts (Barrow, 2006), in order that the student "may be subjected, used, transformed 
and improved" (Foucault, 1991, p. 136). The gaze is now directed towards the institution and the academic 
leaders as a result of business related concerns of the faculty. With a focus on quality service, university 
management are sensitive to negative feedback from students who may eventually be alumni and potential 
donors; where success of programs are measured by market acceptance (i.e. positive student and alumni 
perception); and the prominence of business school rankings for attracting top students which are reliant on 
student evaluations (Gross & Hogler, 2005). The challenges associated with the use of this model are the focus of 
this paper. 
Assessment and academic leadership 
Consistent with the purpose of assessment, the use of the ‗student as customer‘ model, was intended to 
encourage academics to engage in continual improvement in order to improve service encounters. However, 
according to Gross and Hogler (2005) when institutions use the ‗student as customer‘ model the teaching 
becomes less discretionary and more routine, while, faculty and administrators, fearing a drop in university 
rankings, enforce a range of rules and regulations pertaining to quality control issues affecting student satisfaction 
(Zell, 2001). As a direct result, these processes mediate the academic leaders' autonomy and expertise to ensure 
the students achieve the required learning outcomes. Ramsden et al. (2007) identified that teaching quality may be 
moderated by the perceptions of the academic environment which is partly determined by the academic 
leadership practices. 
In addition, the purpose of assessment is the certification of knowledge or performance (Boud, 1990). Unit, or 
course, curriculum may be set by both external and internal factors, such as the needs of professional bodies, 
content of other universities, staff numbers, personalities and personal interests; and/or may include a 
collaborative process of learning, with the teacher and student acting as co-constructors of knowledge (Fraser & 
Bosanquet, 2006). The later approach is more in line with the student as customer model, whereby the customer 
is intimately involved in the process and in making decisions in the learning process as well as taking 
responsibility for their learning (Chung & Mc Larney, 2000). However, according to Zell (2001) students are not 
interested in their own intellectual pursuit but attend universities to advance their own careers or get a pay 
increase, desiring high results for little effort. Paradoxically, the quality of the product in education depends 
heavily on the hard work of the customer! Quality education becomes a cause of concern if the service is entirely 
driven by what the students want.  
The argument made by Bailey (2000) and Zell (2001) is that in order to receive good student evaluations, student 
desires are permitted to drive programs and curricula content. Yet, how is a student fully informed of what they 
should learn or of gauging what is a quality education? This view is supported by Hassel and Lourey (2000) who 
argue that students lack the accountability and understanding as to what is required to achieve the necessary 
academic outcomes. As a result, it would appear that academic leaders are responding, not to a student‘s quality 
educational and assessment requirements but, to the demands of a privileged customer desiring instant 
gratification, with the power to rouse faculty wrath!  
Grade inflation (Scanlon & Care, 2004), associated with the student as customer model, has also contributed to 
the undermining of the academic leadership of the teaching staff who lead the tutorials and are responsible for 
the marking and assessment activities. In Australia, the role of tutor is more likely than not, to be undertaken by 
sessional or casual academics who according to the Bradley Review (2008) undertake an estimated 40 to 50 per 
cent of all teaching in Australian higher education. As identified in this paper, the general purpose of academic 
leadership is to achieve enhanced student learning (Marshall et. al., 2011). Research, cited by Hassel and Lourey 
(2005), found that on any given day 30% of students do not attend class as they do not believe lack of attendance 
will affect their grade. Essentially, use of the student as customer model encourages students to develop an 
entitlement attitude (Harbesleben & Wheeler, 2008), high absenteeism, and a belief that 'good' classes are those 
that result in high grade for little effort, resulting in a lowering of academic standards (Hassel & Lourey, 2005). 
Tutors cannot enforce attendance, which in turn affects the attainment of the required academic standards. 
However, they are often pressured by the unit coordinator to have minimal fail rates, regardless of the standard, 
which compounds the problem as, according to Smith (1977), when poor performance receives a pass the 
incentive to be motivated by grades is all but lost. Alternatively, many students who are unhappy with the grade 
allocated by their tutor learn they only need to confront the coordinator for their grade to increase. To be fair, 
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the ―wilting professional backbone‖ of academic staff (Baker, 1994, p.3) is a result of business related concerns 
of the faculty. Poor student evaluations are recorded into personnel files, influencing promotion decisions, and 
may affect future student class numbers which leads to grade inflation as academics‘ attempts to curry favour 
with the students (Zell, 2001). Further, pressure on full-time faculty staff to ‗publish or perish‘ means academics 
don‘t have the time or energy to engage in the appeal process and often take the "path of least resistance" 
(Scanlan & Care, 2004, p. 476).  
Hassell and Lourey (2005) posit that grade inflation appears to be particularly pervasive at elite institutions where 
the customers has higher expectations citing 91% of students at Harvard University graduated with honours. 
These authors argue that, if the direction grade inflation is taking at the oldest institution of higher learning in the 
United States is any indication, then the future of assessment in universities is bleak. In essence, pandering to 
'student as customer' has effectively undermined academic leadership and negated the purposes of assessment 
which according to Boud (1990) should be concerned with accrediting the knowledge and performance of 
students. 
According to Schwartzman (1995) universities may be acquiescing to students' requests that might be unrealistic, 
irrelevant, or not fully developed because "the customer is always right‖ and warns that this response may buy 
immediate satisfaction at the expense of the long-term best interests of the student and university. In an attempt 
to provide quality education, the feedback mechanisms such as student evaluations, degree graduation rates and 
graduate exit surveys circumvent the intended outcome. Whilst it is important to address the needs of the 
consumer, a service can only be effectively provided if the provider is true to their purpose or mission (Chung & 
Mc Larney, 2000). When a university embraces grade inflation, the assessment process fails to provide the 
appropriate checks and balances in terms of ensuring that the students have achieved the requisite level of 
knowledge. In particular, Australian universities need to ensure they meet the regulations released by Tertiary 
Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA, 2011) in April, 2011, requiring universities to demonstrate 
that their graduates have the capabilities that are required for successful engagement in today's complex 
environment.  
Academic leadership has been undermined by the emphasis on meeting student-as-customer demands. This in 
turn has had a negative impact on job satisfaction and increased stress levels in the Australian higher education 
work force (Martin, 2008). This is a concern for the higher education sector as longitudinal research (cited by 
Robbins, Judge, Millett & Waters-Marsh, 2008) produced by the Australian Government identified that job 
satisfaction for academics in Australian universities is dropping at a significant rate. This notion was supported 
more recently by the Bradley Review (2008) which identified that the biggest issue facing the higher education 
sector in the next decade will be attracting and retaining high quality academic staff.  
Conclusion and future directions 
At present, the student as customer model does not support a number of the key functions and stakeholders of 
the university, academic leaders, students and faculty. Universities need to engage in processes to execute policies 
and procedures that enable academic leaders to be part of, rather than targets of, the educational process. 
Academic leadership is influenced substantially by the organizational context in which the roles are to be 
performed. Academic leadership should be concerned with valuing student learning, not student satisfaction, to 
support high quality teaching (Ramsden et. al., 2007). Lack of support and compatibility between the academic 
leaders and the prevailing patterns of belief, power and practice in the organization will ultimately result in 
leadership failure (Smylie & Denny, 1990). Changes in student accountability and standards may begin with the 
academic leaders, however, these must be supported by the whole system. For academic leaders to be successful 
they require the authority and support to accomplish the tasks assigned to them, that is, the establishment and 
maintenance of appropriate academic standards. Further, Universities needed to consider the averse effect that 
the 'student as customer' model has on their teaching staff, their leadership role and the impact this has on job 
satisfaction. 
When quality is defined in terms of student/customer wants, the vision of quality is short sighted and there is a 
high probability that in taking a strong position in meeting the needs of the students, the educational institution 
may no longer achieve other aspects of their academic mission (Zell, 2001). When business schools or faculties 
become revenue driven and focused on measuring their performance based on student satisfaction then it is time 
to review and reassess their fundamental precepts of higher education and in effect ask the questions: ―What is 
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my school about? What is my pedagogy? What do we do here?‖ (Chung & Mc Larney , 2000, p. 448 - 449). If the 
students are not achieving the required graduate outcomes, this may ultimately affect the market perception of 
the university, its ranking and accreditation. The university and faculty need to use structures and processes that 
align and balance student satisfaction with educational objectives. It is to everyone‘s benefit to inform students of 
what is required of them and have their grades tied to achievement. Academic leadership at all levels needs to 
support and establish high standards. Taking an integrative approach supports the view of Biggs and Tang 
(2007), who indicate that teaching takes place in a whole system, embracing classroom, departments and 
institutional needs. 
This paper has identified a number of implications for academic leadership and universities that result from using 
the student as customer model. Exploration of this metaphor assists to better understand how existing mental 
models can affect and influence teaching. Academic leadership at university is moderated by the political 
environment of the classroom; by the distribution of power in the class and the norms which govern its use. In a 
wider context, an understanding of the power relationship between the student and academic leaders is needed to 
enable teachers to incorporate teaching, assessment and leadership roles that are effective and appropriate for all 
stakeholders.  
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